
 

Tips for communicating with people with Parkinson’s and related 
disorders 

People with Parkinson’s and similar disorders can have difficulties 
understanding due to reduced working memory, difficulty reading 
emotions and making inferences. They can also have difficulties with 
expressing themselves. The following tips should make communication 
more successful. 

Helping with understanding 

• Avoid complex syntax- use short, straightforward sentences. 

• Avoiding taxing the working memory- chunk the information you are 
giving into smaller units and check the person with PD has understood 
before giving the next bit of information. 

• Make topics clear- discuss one topic thoroughly before moving to 
another topic. Make it clear you have changed topic and what the new 
topic is: “ Changing the subject, how was your holiday?” 

• Avoid sarcasm and irony – make sure your tone of voice and facial 
expression matches what you are saying.  

• Avoid nonliteral phrases e.g. say “ it was easy” instead of “it was a 
piece of cake”. 

• Minimize distractions- have conversations in quiet environments with 
minimal background noise and position yourselves face to face. One 
to one conversations are easier than group conversations. If there is 
a group, ensure that only one person speaks at a time. 

Helping with expression 

• Have consideration. Be aware that Parkinson’s can cause difficulties 
in expression such as making long and inappropriate pauses, lack of 
politeness or vagueness. The person with Parkinson’s may not be 
aware of these issues themselves. 

• Be patient/do not rush.  

• Give time for the person with Parkinson’s to give a response as it may 
take them extra time to formulate what to say. 
Give them time to finish what they are saying before taking your turn. 

• Ask helpful questions to establish what the person is trying to convey 
if their utterance is vague. 



 

• Keep questions simple- use straightforward language and remember 
that closed questions (requiring a simple yes or no response) will be 
easiest. 

• Be understanding and encouraging. Encourage the person with 
Parkinson’s to use a louder voice so that they will not have to repeat 
themselves. 

• Be aware that people with Parkinson’s may have reduced emotional 
expression- just because they lack animation in voice or face does not 
mean they lack interest in the conversation. 

• Groups- it may be difficult for people with Parkinson’s to join in 
conversations as the topic may have moved on before they have had 
time to comment. Make a point of directing a question to them 
specifically e.g. “What do you think Bob?” You could devise a system 
e.g. the person with Parkinson’s raises their hand or taps the table to 
indicate they have something to say and need time to express it 
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